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a	 language	 other	 than	English	 at	home	
increased	by	162	percent,	and	the	number	
who	spoke	a	language	other	than	English	
at home and who spoke English with diffi-
culty	increased	by	114	percent.	Projections	






indicates	 that	 bilingual	 education	 is	 the	
most	successful	type	of	programming	for	












	 While	 our	 nation	 has	 a	 long	 his-
tory	of	competing	ideologies	and	political	
controversies	 related	 to	English	 immer-
sion	 (in	which	 the	 primary	 language	 of	
instruction	 is	English)	 programs	versus	
bilingual	education,	scholars	contend	that	
these	 two	 educational	 approaches	 need	
not	 be	 conceptualized	 as	 dichotomous.	
Rather,	when	 educators	 consider	what	












What the Research Says
	 For	 students	 in	 the	 school	 setting,	
learning	 is	 a	 search	 for	meaning	 using	
formal	 education	 and	 one’s	 own	 experi-
ences.	 As	 the	 brain	 interacts	with	 the	
environment,	 it	 forms	mental	structures	
based	 on	 patterns	 of	 understanding,	 or	








events	 and	 cultural	 contexts	 interpret	
the	world	in	unique	ways.	Moreover,	lan-
guage	is	the	primary	tool	learners	use	to	
symbolize	 their	 unique	 experiences	 and	
thoughts	and	to	communicate	with	others	
(Vygotsky,	1962).




their	 schema	 (Cummins,	 1996).	Rather	
than	 recognizing	 culture	 and	 language	
as	 essential	 to	EL	 students’	 connections	
between	 their	 schema	 and	 key	 content	
area	concepts,	educators	frequently	view	
diverse	 languages	 and	 cultures	 from	 a	






classroom environment that reflects White, 




may undergo difficulty in making mean-





lingual/multicultural education by “adding 
on”	multicultural	 concepts,	 themes,	 and	
perspectives	 to	 the	 curriculum,	without	
changing	 the	basic	 structure	 of	 the	 cur-
riculum	 (Banks,	 2003).	 Yet,	 culturally	
responsive	teaching	requires	that	students’	
cultures,	 languages,	 and	multiple	 other	
cultures	 are	 integral components	 of	 the	
curricula	 (Vavrus,	 2002)	 as	 opposed	 to	
something	 extra	 added	 to	 enhance	 the	
curricula.
	 Teachers	must	go	beyond	surface-level	
inclusion	 to	 provide	 equitable	 learning	
opportunities	for	culturally	and	linguisti-
cally	diverse	students.	Teachers	who	truly	
embrace	 culturally	 responsive	 pedagogy	








When	 students’	 language,	 culture	 and	




and	 the	world	up	 to	 this	 point	 is	 being	
dismissed	as	 irrelevant	 to	 school	 learn-
ing;	there	are	few	points	of	connection	to	
curriculum	materials	or	instruction	and	
so	 students	are	 expected	 to	 learn	 in	an	








reflected a pattern of low expectations 




Although	 decoding	 text	 is	 essential	 for	
reading	 text,	 reading	 comprehension	
does	not	occur	without	meaning	making,	
or	 semantic	 processes	 (Goodman,	 1996).	
Grade	 level	academic	concepts	are	more	
accessible	to	EL	students	when	teachers	
provide	 personally	 engaging	 instruction	




The Common Underlying Proficiency: 
Why Native Language Support Works
	 First	 and	 second	 language	develop-
ment	are	interdependent.	Cummins	(1991)	
describes	 this	 interdependence	 between	
first and second language acquisition with 
his theory of the Common Underlying Profi-
ciency.	This	theory	proposes	that,	provided	
sufficient exposure to the second language, 
the	literacy	and	cognitive	development	of	







	 A	 host	 of	 additional	 studies	 have	
further	 supported	 the	Common	Underly-
ing Proficiency theory (Bialystock, 1991; 
Collier,	1989,	1992;	Garcia,	1994;	Genes-
see,	1987,	1994;	Thomas	&	Collier,	1997).	
Empirical	 evidence	 from	 these	 studies	
further	indicate	that	children	who	receive	







The	 skills	 and	understandings	 acquired	









	 However,	 if	 these	 same	 students	
study	 the	process	of	photosynthesis	 in	a	
second	 language	 that	 has	 not	 yet	 been	
highly	developed,	they	may	not	understand	
much	of	what	the	teacher	is	saying	as	the	
teacher	 explains	 important	 concepts,	 or	
the students may have difficulty reading 
or	comprehending	text	in	the	second	lan-
guage.	 In	 this	 case,	 the	 students	do	not	













 The common underlying proficiency 
explains	 this	 correlation	 between	 first	
and second language proficiencies. Lit-
eracy	 skills	 such	as	decoding	 or	making	
inferences	 transfer	 between	 languages.	
As a result, students benefit from explicit 
instruction	that	shows	them	ways	they	can	












“But I Don’t Speak Their Language” 
	 The	implications	of	the	Common	Un-
derlying Proficiency concept and the differ-
ences between first and second language 
acquisition	 is	 that	EL	 students	need	 as	
much	native	language	support	as	a	school	
and	 teacher	 can	provide.	Unfortunately,	


















learning	 logs;	 and	provide	 instructional	
materials,	environmental	print,	and	read-
ing	materials	 in	 the	native	 languages	of	
their EL students. Even for difficult to find 
languages	and	under-funded	schools,	older	
EL	 students	 and	parent	 volunteers	 can	
write both fiction and nonfiction bilingual 
books	for	class	projects.	These	books	can	
be	 reproduced	and	 shared	with	 younger	
EL	 students.	They	 can	also	 serve	as	 re-
sources	 to	 translate	key	vocabulary	 into	
students’	 native	 languages	 for	 bilingual	
word	walls.	
	 While	 encouraging	native	 language	
development	and	use	among	students	may	
initially	 seem	daunting	 or	 present	 chal-
lenges	 to	monolingual	 teachers,	 creative	
solutions	 can	help	 teachers	 to	 overcome	





to	help	EL	 students	 learn	new	 concepts	
and	develop	their	language	skills	by	build-
ing	 on	 students’	 cultural	 and	 linguistic	
schema.
Strategies for Building








encourage	 students	 to	write	 their	 notes	
in	the	native	language	if	they	are	having	























ing	 to	 a	 lecture	 or	 reading	 a	 text,	 ask	
students to stop every five minutes or so, 
and	discuss	with	their	partners	the	kinds	
of	 connections	 that	 they	 are	making	 to	

























ing-making	 strategies.	EL	 students	 can	
improve	 their	 reading	 comprehension	
through	the	strategic	application	of	read-
ing	 strategies	 (Chamot,	 1995;	Chamot,	
Dale,	O’Malley,	&	Spanos,	1992;	Chamot	
&	El-Dinary,	1999;	Chamot	&	O’Malley,	







reflecting on what one has learned, clas-
sifying	material,	linking	new	information	










	 EL	 students	who	 are	 good	 readers	
tend	to	code	switch,	or	to	switch	between	
languages	 as	 they	 speak	 or	write	 (Gar-
cia,	 1998;	Heredia	&	Altarriba,	 2001).	









paraphrasing	English	 text	 in	 the	native	












egy	 that	 research	has	 shown	 to	 support	




Rodriguez (2001) identified several kinds 
of	cognates	(particularly	English/Spanish	
cognates):
u	 Some	words	 are	 spelled	 identically	
































these	 strategies	 demonstrate	 increased	
reading	comprehension	(Garcia,	1998).




in	English	 that	have	 roots,	 or	 cognates,	
in	their	native	languages	can	support	the	
reading	comprehension	of	EL	students	and	



























1.	 Just	 because	 teachers	 provide	
text	written	 in	the	students’	native	
languages,	it	does	not	mean	that	the	






MULTICULTURAL   EDUCATION
50
Promising Practices
2.	 The	 students’	 native	 languages	
may	not	be	their	dominant	language.	
If	EL	students	have	spent	a	few	years	











4.	Teachers	need	 to	 invest	 time	 in	
both	 teaching	EL	 students	 to	 col-
laborate	 effectively	 and	 helping	
native	English	speaking	students	to	
understand	why	bilingual	 students	
need to use their first language. 
5.	In	deciding	how	and	when	to	pro-
vide	native	 language	 support,	 it	 is	
important	for	teachers	to	understand	
their	 students’	 characteristics	 and	
needs	 and	 ensure	 that	 they	 have	
opportunities	to	 learn	in	both	their	
native	languages	and	English.
When Should They Use
Each Language?








should	 pair	 them	with	 native	 English	
speakers.
	 You	can	also	group	students	by	similar	
second language proficiency levels for tar-
geted	instruction	in	English	development	










tions as a good starting point for reflecting 
on	the	degree	 to	which	 their	 instruction	
builds	on	the	cultural	and	linguistic	diver-
sity	of	their	students:









actively	 engaged	 during	 classroom	
instruction?
u  What	cultures	and	languages	are	
represented	 in	 the	 books	 in	 your	
library	and/or	classroom?	What	cul-
tures,	languages,	and	ethnicities	are	
represented	 in	 posters,	 textbooks,	
and	student	work?
Sources for Native Language
Materials




u The	 Spanish	 Bookstore:	 http://www.
thespanishbookstore.com
u Content-related	 internet	 sites	 in	 stu-
dents’	native	languages
u Publishers	 of	 current	 textbooks	 (may	
have	 textbooks	 available	 in	 other	 lan-
guages)
u Local:	 public	 library,	 ESL	 program,	




	 Researchers	 contend	 that	 what’s	
important	 is	not	what	 a	particular	 edu-
cational	 program	 is	 called	 (i.e.,	English	
immersion,	 bilingual,	 sheltered	 instruc-
tion),	but	rather	what	is	being	transacted	
between	educators	and	students	within	the	
school	 and	 classroom	 (Cummins,	 2000).	
Some	programs	labeled	as	bilingual	may	
make	little	effort	to	value	and	incorporate	
students’	 native	 languages	 and	 cultures	
into	 instruction.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	
English-dominant	 programs	 in	 various	
contexts	may	view	infusion	of	the	native	
language	 into	 classroom	practices	 as	 an	
integral	 component	 to	 the	success	of	EL	
students.	
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